CHAPTER XV

DISCIPLES  OF   DEATH

FROM days of widespread disorder and vicious rule, it was
a short carry to what in all conscience must be the prime
example of religious ecstasy gone mad.

Alamut, the Eagle's Nest, fifty miles from Kazvin, was
the home of the Mardi, a poor race of hunters. About the
time of the Battle of Hastings, one Hassan-i-Sabah, born at
Qum, son of a Persian prince, founded a secret society which
came to be known as the Assassins. Contemporary with,
and some say friend of, Omar Khayyam, Hassan was sent
to study at Nisapur, where he met a fellow-student named
Nizam-ul-Mulk. Legend says^that they decided that who-
ever first became great should befriend the other. When
Nizam-ul-Mulk, vizier to one of the Seljuk monarchs,
remembered the pact, he put his friend in charge of the
privy purse. One day the king demanded to see the
balance sheets. Hassan begged forty days' grace, but
when came the time of reckoning several pages were missing,
and he was exiled. Perhaps Nizam stole the sheets him-
self to prevent his one-time friend from becoming persona
grata with the king.

Hassan went to Egypt where he began to formulate
his new doctrine, and where he was received with honour*
Posing as a prophet, he wandered over Syria and Palestine
for nearly ten years, gathering a goodly following before
returning to Persia, capturing strongholds as he went.
By a bold stratagem he took the Eagle's Nest, hitherto an
impregnable rock. Once installed there, he built a fortress
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